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BABCOCK, ORVILLE ELIAS (25 December 1835-2 June 1884), 
army general, engineer, and presidential private secretary. Born in 
Franklin, Vermont, Babcock was graduated from West Point in 1861. 
During the Civil War, he served as aide de camp to Ulysses S. Grant, 
and eventually rose to brigadier general. President Grant made 
Babcock his private secretary and, simultaneously, superintending 
engineer of buildings and grounds in Washington, D.C. Controversy 
marked Babcock's tenure in office. His 1869 inspection tour of the 
Dominican Republic, in response to local lobbyists, embarrassed the 
administration when Babcock exceeded orders and returned with an 
annexation treaty. A congressional investigation into the adminis-
tration of Alexander R. Shepherd, governor of the District of Columbia, 
implicated Babcock in planting stolen documents on one of 
Shepherd's enemies. In 1875, Babcock was accused of complicity 
with the Whiskey Ring, which defrauded the Internal Revenue Service 
of excise taxes. He was acquitted of all charges, but a shadow of 
public doubt clouded Grant's administration, and the president 
reluctantly removed Babcock from his inner circle. Babcock's final 
position was chief inspector of lighthouses for the fifth and sixth 
districts. He drowned while inspecting a proposed lighthouse site in 
Mosquito Inlet, Florida. 
Further Reading: William S. Mc Feely, Grant: A Biography, 1981; 
Mary E. Seematter, ''The St. Louis Whiskey Ring," Gateway Heritage 
8 (1988): 32-42; Orville E. Babcock Papers, Newberry Library, 
Chicago.  
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